WATER      UNDER      THE      BRIDGES
CHAPTER II
I
T was the dawn of the twentieth century. Queen Victoria was dead,
Edward VII was now King, and the epoch of British insularity was
over. Under the pressure of great new political, national, and
scientific forces, the face of the world which had seemed so stable
throughout the" nineteenth century was rapidly altering. Mr. Joseph
Chamberlain was preaching tariff reform and about the British Empire.
Nearly everyone in Britain continued to be born either a little Liberal
or a little Conservative; but not quite all, since the Labour or Socialist
Party was taking form and Mr. Lloyd George had already made his
famous series of "Limehouse" speeches. Lord Salisbury had gone,
but the Cecils were still there, and the Conservatives were having their-
last fling for some time under the leadership of Mr. Balfour. Our cen-
turies-old rivalry with France, after one last flare-up, had fizzled out at
Fashoda, and in 1904 the new Anglo-French entente had come into
being. The peace of Europe was being precariously preserved by
means of the political concept of the balance of power, a triple alliance
on one side and a triple entente on the other; but the menace of Ger-
man aggression was beginning to rear its ugly head. The Napoleonic
Wars and a rapidly falling birth-rate had sapped the strength and the
vitality of France. She was still living on the memories of her past
glories, but actually her place as the predominant power in Europe had
already been taken by a lusty and aggressive Germany, united to a
great but not final extent in Bismarck's Second Reich. Italy, too, had
been united somewhat earlier, though, like Germany, not completely,
and was similarly beginning to feel her new strength and to experience
the stir of new ambitions. The old autocracy of Russia was, on the
other hand, commencing to totter. Her uninterrupted progress east-
wards had at last been halted by a vigorous new Japan with whom she
was then at war, while the internal clamour for reform was growing
insistent and gaining weight as the result of her military reverses in
Manchuria. There was unrest in the Balkans and the state of the "sick
man of Europe" was growing daily more precarious.
On the other side of the world the wealth and population of the
U.S.A. were rapidly-becoming more and more influential in world
affairs. Europe was still the centre of the universe and oblivious of
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